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Howard: Spanish Grants in British West Florida

ALLEGED SPANISH GRANTS IN BRITISH
WEST FLORIDA
by C LINTON N. H OWARD

One of the lesser but puzzling questions in British
policy following the Seven Years’ War has always
been why Lord Bute’s ministry gave up the strategic
citadel of Havana in return for what the opponents
of the treaty in England called the barren swamp
of Florida. 1 There are a number of reasonably
logical explanations for the action, but thus far no
certainty has emerged from the study of the maze
of diplomatic correspondence which preceded the
Treaty of Paris; and there still remains unproven
the very important explanation that the action was
more the result of internal politics in Britain than
of consideration of British foreign policy. 2 In terms
of control of the Caribbean, Jamaica may have been
a possible counterpoise to Cuba ; Florida undoubtedly could have been made into a base for the
control of the straits through which the Spanish
fleets passed on their way home-these are possible
lines of reasoning.
With the cession of the peninsula of Florida
naturally went the panhandle which extended westward to include the settlement of Pensacola. This
small western territory could be of little use to
Spain if it were isolated from the peninsula. Even
had the administrators of Spain been more seaminded than they were, an isolated Pensacola could
have been but little use to them, for it lacked the
natural fortifications which Gibraltar or Malta or
Singapore possess. The town was built upon a
1. The North Briton, No. 45. This publication, edited by John
Wilkes, was a focal point of opposition to Lord Bute’s
ministry.
2. For an account of the Havana question see the writer’s forthcoming study of the British siege and capture of that city.
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sand bar, immediately surrounded by a swamp, and
beyond were miles of sterile pine barrens. 3 To the
British, however, the town was useful primarily because it gave them a port on the Gulf of Mexico
which could be protected by the superior British
seapower; and it was proximate to Georgia and the
other British colonies. It was the cession of the
Ohio country and the eastern slope of the Mississippi valley which forced upon Britain the novel
problems of land settlement which were more pertinent to a land power. Furthermore this western
part of Florida could be joined to the French grant
east of the Mississippi and give the British a frontage which covered almost half of the Gulf of Mexico.
The concept of the Caribbean as “an American
Mediterranean” is by no means a false analogy.
The Spanish seem to have left little mark of their
settlement in this western part of Florida which
was incorporated in the British province of West
Florida. For one thing the Spanish settlement
there had been comparatively recent. The push had
been made westward during the early part of the
eighteenth century to meet the growth of the expanding French settlements along the Gulf coast.
Pensacola and its neighbor, Mobile, were outpost
towns of rival empires. Compared to Havana, Pensacola was of but little importance in the Spanish
scheme of things, and its passing from the dominion
of the Spanish crown probably provoked little notice
in the mother country. The settlement had been
little more than a border post to guard, as has been
said, against French encroachments from New Or3. All of the material discussed in this article, unless otherwise
indicated, is drawn from the Minutes of the Council of West
Florida or other documents in the colony’s archives. These
are now deposited in the Public Record Office of Great
Britain, Colonial Office Division, Class Five. Copies of most
of these are in the Library of Congress, Manuscript Division.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol22/iss2/5

2

Howard: Spanish Grants in British West Florida

76

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL Q UARTERLY

leans and Mobile;. and more recently British incursions from Georgia, the Carolinas and Virginia.
At one time it had been used by the Spanish government as a penal station for exiles from New
Spain, and it appears that some sort of a penal
settlement had been maintained on Santa Rosa
island on the south side of the harbor. The order
from the court of Spain for the surrender of the
territory directed the governor of Pensacola to
“ . . . . deliver up the Province of Florida . . . . and
the exile place of Ft. Miguel de Pensacola” to the
British occupying forces. 4
A study of the early history of Pensacola, as it is
probably recorded in the Spanish archives, would
doubtless repay the labor. 5 There is little of record
in the British archives of what Pensacola and its
people were like before the British occupation, but
such references as there are tease the interest of
the student. There seems to have been no mission
at Pensacola, at least at the time of the British
occupation, and, possibly because of this fact, little
seems to have been accomplished in Europeanizing
the Indians. A conclusion derived from a study of
the record during the British period of control seems
to be that the major Indian tribes of the south and
the Gulf coast were virtually unacquainted with
Christianity. At least this is true in the sense that
Christianity was not practiced by any considerable
number of them. This is, of course, not to deny
that they had been subject to missionary endeavors
by the Spaniards, French, and British. The Jesuits,
Franciscans, and Society for the Propagation of
4. Wilbur H. Siebert, “How the Spanish Evacuated Pensacola
in 1763”, Florida Historical Quarterly, XI, 48-57. A contemporaneous map of the bay with the site of San Miguel de
Panzacola is reproduced in XX, 165 (October 1941).
5. See, however, Richard L. Campbell, “Historical Sketches of
Colonial Florida”, Cleveland, 1892.
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the Gospel in Foreign Parts, Wesleyan and other
missionaries all attempted to strike into the
heart of the southern country. One small group
of Indians, the Yamasee, seem, however, to have
been devotedly Catholic and loyal friends of the
Spaniards. Their number is given as one hundred
and two persons. 6 Possibly this count enumerated
only the braves and omitted the women and children.
These Yamasee Indians are an interesting group ;7
the romance of their career as a nation rivals that
of the Natchez Indians, who were immortalized by
Chateaubriand. In earlier times they had apparently lived in the Carolinas, and the English had made
frequent and bloody slave raids upon them. One
writer, William Gilmore Sims, has incorporated
this material in a historical novel, bearing their
name.
Apparently because of those raids and because
of the encroaching white settlement, the Yamasee
moved south into the peninsula of Florida and on
to the Gulf coast. They seem to have lost their
unity as a nation and to have broken into several
groups. One of these groups appears to have been
this one which the British record finding at Pensacola. They sold their lands, or so it was claimed,
and retired with the Spanish troops to New Spain
when the British troops occupied Pensacola. 8 Presumably, their descendants live in Mexico today.
A petition presented to the British governor and
Council on the twenty-fourth of January 1765, in
the name of a group of English investors who were
said to be forming a company, stated that this land
6. Siebert, loc. cit.
7. Handbook of American Indians North of Mexico, Ed. Frederick Webb Hodge, Smithsonian Institution, “Bureau of
American Ethnology”, Bulletin 30, Washington, Part II, 1910,
986-987.
8. Siebert, loc. cit.
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had been sold to representatives of the English
group by the Indians for “the said Sum of One
Hundred Thousand Mexican Pesos of eight Ryals,
and they thereupon making use of the faculty allowed them by the King of Spain Did by These of
Sale . . . .” transfer the land. This transaction appears to have taken place before the arrival of the
British troops of occupation. The petitioners stated
that the sale had been confirmed by the Spanish
governor. There appears to have been some confusion or chicanery in the transaction. Among the
eminent investors in the English group, in whose
name the purchase was made, were said to have
been their royal highnesses Edward, Duke of York,
and William, Duke of Cumberland ; the Right Honorable John, Earl of Bute; William, Lord of Mansfield; the Honorable Augustus Keppel, John Kinnion Esquire, Marriot Arbuthnot Esquire, Samuel
Touchet Esquire, John Lindsay Esquire, Thomas
Horsefall and James Noble. Noble’s petition to
the Council stated that the said lands were purchased on account of the said John Kinnion, Samuel
Touchet and of him, the said James Noble, Thomas
Horsefall and Joseph Page and his partner; that
one-half was to be the property of John Kinnion,
and the other half the property of James Noble,
Thomas Horsefall and Joseph Page; and that their
royal highnesses and the other honorable personages were not interested in such purchases. The
governor and Council disallowed the claim on the
grounds that the “Plan exhibited did not carry the
slightest representation of the actual face of the
country which was pretended to be Described; That
the Several Claims of Mr. James Noble were not
sufficiently supported either by external or Internal
Evidence. . . .". This decision, however, left the
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party, or parties, at liberty to sustain their claim
in England.
The emphasis of British policy in the new province was upon crown ownership of the land. In
this case of the Yamasee Indians the governor and
Council agreed that the sale was invalid, and as
for the confirmation of the sale by the Spanish
governor, that official had no authority to do any
such thing. The Council, on the grounds that Spanish titles were invalid, disallowed practically all
of the pretended Spanish sales around Pensacola
to British land speculators. Most of the speculators
declined to sustain their claims, but availed themselves of an adjustment of grace, granted them by
the Council. In all such cases it was promised that
they would be granted such of their lands as did
not interfere with the laying out of the colony. Of
the Yamasee sale Governor Johnston later wrote
“Every means by proffers and threats have been
used to induce me to be of opinion that Mr. James
Noble actually purchased an Estate of . . . . Nine
naked Indians, for Edward Duke of York, William
Duke of Cumberland & that for the said premises, to the said Naked Indians, he had paid 120,000
Mexican Dollars, of the money of Mr. Kinnion,
Touchet and others; but even this is not the most
absurd Article in his Transactions.”
In spite, however, of the opinion of the Council,
it might be well that the description of the Yamasee
purchase be published for its intrinsic interest. The
lands were described as running “from the Entrance of the River Escambe, from the East, side
and N : W : point called the Mehipasaqua, 15 leagues
up the Course of the River to the Entrance of the
River called Escape from which 15 Leagues North
to the village named Nichilisuilgase from which 20
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Leagues N: E : to the Village named Tatisalague,
from where the Course is nearest E: N: E to the
River called Suitujatse, by the Spaniards Rio
Colerado, to the Village called Pachan Pacha &
from thence the course of the River Downward to
the Village known by the Name of Fachcatipacha
& from thence by the Course of the River to the Hay
of Sancta Rosa coasting to the Right Hand to the
point called Chuliguide & from there coasting along
to the point in the Bay of Panzacola called point
Benado from there coasting along the Bay Side to
the point of Saint Antonio de Punta Raza & from
thence coasting along to the place of their Departure
Mchapasacua which is the Lands that is expressed
to belong to their Ancestors together with the Mountains Plains & other appurtenances possessed by
them.”
Of the other inhabitants of Pensacola and the
country thereabout under Spanish rule, we know
practically nothing. The story of the Spanish
evacuation of Pensacola has been told by W. H.
Siebert. 9 He has drawn upon materials from the
archives of the Indies. He records Prevost’s departure from Havana as July the tenth ; that he
was supplied with three thousand livres; that he
arrived on August fifth. There appear to be discrepancies between these records and the British
records. The number of men under Prevost’s command is recorded as three hundred and fifty. The
frigate “Richmond” convoyed the fleet of four
transports. The number of inhabitants under Spanish rule is given as seven hundred seventy-two, including one hundred and two Catholic Indians who
left with the Spaniards. These are the Yamasee.
Prevost recorded the population as one thousand
9. See Note 4.
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two hundred, but Professor Siebert surmises that
he was including his own forces in this count. All
of the Spanish subjects left Pensacola upon its
occupation by the British, save one, who was detained for a short time as custodian of the cargo
of a wrecked fluke.
One of the most interesting records of the former
Spanish occupation appears in the Minutes of the
provincial Council of West Florida under the date
January 24th, 1765. On that day 16 petitions were
presented to the Council asking confirmation of title
in purchases made from departing Spaniards. An
elaboration of detail in this matter is well worth
the labor. John Kinnion, Esquire, of London, petitioned for an estate called Sanado Mayor which
was said to be at the mouth of the river Escambe.
The estate was described as being one league square,
and the house and outhouses and possibly the entire
estate, were said to be in the present possession of
Messrs. Bruce and Mease. 10 Zachary Bayly, a merchant of Jamaica, petitioned for an estate called
Punta de Silio or, alternatively, Arroyo de La Garzona. William Bond, a merchant of London, petitioned for an estate called Jamas Vicjos. Thomas
Hossfall (Thomas Horsefall) petitioned for an estate called Punta del Ingles.
The Honorable
Augustus Keppel (later Viscount Keppel) of England petitioned for an estate called Nostra Senora
de La Luz. Marriott Arbuthnot, Esquire, of Weymouth, England, petitioned for an estate called St.
Antonio. Samuel Touchet, a merchant of London,
petitioned for an estate called El Estero de La Luz.
William Michie of Charleston, South Carolina, pe10. From the description of Pensacola on the arrival of the
British in 1763 as but a stockade and village of thatched
huts, it is apparent that these estates were little more than
a medium for acquiring land for speculation. Ed.
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titioned for an estate called St. Joseph. George
Rogers, Esquire, of London, and John Peddar,
Esquire, of Lancaster, England, petitioned for an
estate called Chicasa de St. Martin. Sir John Lindsay of England petitioned for an estate called El
Paso de Arroyo Ingles. William Lance, Esquire,
and James Noble of Sandwich in Kent, England,
petitioned for an estate called El Estero de la
Vighia. Barnard Noble petitioned for an estate
called Sta. Clara. George Stothart of Stockton, in
the county of Durham, England, together with two
other merchants, Richard Maitland and John Elliot,
of London, petitioned for an estate called Santiago
el Grande. Messrs. Bolton and Horslar (or Horselor) petitioned for an estate called Pensacola le
Vieja. Colonel Augustine Prevost petitioned for an
estate, which was unnamed in the record of the
Council, and also in company with some others, he
petitioned for a second estate, which was likewise
unnamed in the records of the Council.
All of these petitions were refused by the governor and Council. The Council was, however, not as
arbitrary in its actions as it may appear to have
been at a first glance. The undoubted object of the
Council was to prevent the buying up of huge tracts
of land from the departing Spaniards, for purposes
of speculation. To have allowed large tracts of
land in the province to fall into the hands of speculators would, perhaps, have been to deter settlement
in the province. One of the aims most consistently
followed by the provincial government and the
imperial government seems to have been the settlement of small farmers and artisans in the province
as speedily as possible. For this and other reasons
the Council on instructions from the home government held that titles granted under Spanish or
French jurisdiction did not automatically become
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valid under British dominion. At Mobile, Major
Farmar, commandant of the occupying forces, issued
a proclamation requiring that all sales or transfers
of land be registered with him. 11 One of the principle objections of the Council to these sales of
Spanish land, aside from the fact that they clearly
regarded all of the transactions as an altogether
unjustified speculative venture, was that these
sales had taken place before the arrival of the
British troops of occupation. After the establishment of the civil government in November of 1764
the governor and Council clearly tried to make what
adjustments they could for the convenience of
individuals. They insisted, however, on the crown
ownership of the land on the policy that grants
of land made under Spanish and French jurisdictions were not ipso facto valid under British
dominion, that new British titles must be granted,
and that any adjustment that might be made was
made by the grace of the Council and not by the
right of the individual.
The policy of the home and the provincial government seems to have been to put the quit-rent
system upon a working and paying basis. They
seem, wherever possible, to have avoided making
large grants, apparently on the theory that the quitrent system would operate more effectively and the
welfare of the colony would be better served by the
encouragement of numerous settlers of the small
farmer and artisan class, who held their lands
directly of the crown. It was the industrial revolution in Britain and the introduction of cotton growing on a large scale in response to demand from
11. “The Military Papers of Major Robert Farmar,” P. R. O.,
W. O., I : 49; Mississippi Provincial Archives, English Dominion, I, Ed. Dunbar Rowland, Nashville, 1911, 61. This
volume also contains some of the documents cited above from
the Colonial Office.
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the factories in the north of England which produced almost a century later an agricultural revolution in the land of former West Florida, and it
produced the plantation system and slavery on a
large scale. From the government’s point of view
then it would be undesirable to create a class of
large land owners who would be, in most cases,
absentees. To have followed the latter policy would
have been to create in the new colony a quasi-feudal
class which might well have impeded the smooth
working of the royal colonial system. Indeed, the
whole policy of the imperial government appears
to have been directed toward the destruction of any
charters and immunities which remained in the
colonies after the Seven Years’ War. To have set
up a class of large landholders in the new colonies
would have been to reproduce on the frontier of
North America the economic conditions which existed in Ireland ; and aside from considerations of
government policy, it is extremely doubtful whether
such a system could have been imposed even by
force upon the often highly individualistic frontier
population.
To return, however, to the Spaniards who sold
these properties in West Florida and sailed with
the Spanish troops for Vera Cruz, the student who
is working in the English archives finds himself
curious concerning them. Taking the estimate of
seven hundred seventy-two persons who sailed from
Pensacola for Vera Cruz and subtracting one hundred two Yamasee Indians, there are left six hundred seventy persons, presumably Spaniards, who
were the inhabitants of the province under Spanish
rule. Colonel Prevost, the English commandant of
Pensacola, recorded the number as one thousand
two hundred, but as had been said, Professor Siebert surmises that Prevost was including his own
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British forces in this count. There is, however,
the possibility that Prevost was including not the
English forces but the Spanish garrison force.
Without the aid of the Spanish archives little
more can be done here than to surmise. There is
obviously the possibility that there were three
classes in the Spanish colony: the “inhabitants”,
the garrison troop and prisoners in the penal colony.
The more it is thought about, the more it becomes
apparent that it would be interesting to know more
about the life in this Spanish outpost. Who were
the “‘inhabitants” of the colony? Were they prisoners who had served their time? Who were the
owners of these plantations which were sold to the
English speculators? Were they former- prisoners,
political exiles and officers of the garrison?
Altogether one concludes as he looks through the
scanty references to the Spanish colony in the English records, that one has here another fragment
of the story of the Spanish borderland, which is as
fascinating in its story of those who lived and worked and fought there as is that of all frontier
countries.
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